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ABSTRACT
On Their Own Terms:
A Case Study of Chinese Peasants’ Linguistic Techniques
during the Socialist Education Movement
by
MA Wenkuo
Master of Philosophy
The Socialist Education Movement, also known as the Four Cleanups
Campaign, was a nation-wide political movement that took place between
1963 and 1966 in China. The initial aim of the movement was to deal with the
grassroots cadres’ corruption problems. However, the authority later
conducted a class reconsideration work, and all the peasants became the
targets of the movement. This project uses meeting records, self-inspection
reports, personal statements, and a variety of other grassroots materials from
the Jinjiapu Village in northern China to study peasants’ experience and
discourses during the campaign. In contrast to the previous studies that focus
on peasants’ economic and political behaviors, this study shows how they
used language as a tool when faced with a mighty state power. By studying
peasants’ agencies from the perspective of their own words and ways of
thinking, my thesis shows that local peasants not only had their own rationale
for life and events, but they also developed a set of linguistic techniques in
understanding and reinterpreting the revolutionary discourses of the political
authority. Peasants borrowed the grandest revolutionary terms from official
documents and stuffed them with daily trifles and local conflicts, therefore,
challenging the sanctity of the revolution. At the same time, they were also
disciplined by state power.
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INTRODUCTION
Research topic
The Socialist Education Movement was launched by Mao Zedong in 1963
to deal with the grassroots cadres’ misdeeds. Through three individual stories
in the Jinjiapu Village in northern China, my thesis examines how peasants
used linguistic techniques to go through the movement. My research reveals
that the validity of linguistic techniques was largely influenced by the informal
institutions in the village, such as personalities, local conflicts and so on, but
ultimately determined by state power.
At the beginning of 1961, Chinese people were still suffering from the
great famine as a result of the Great Leap Forward, while Mao Tse-tung had
already come up with some initial ideas about the Socialist Education
Movement. However, some of the central leaders, e.g. Liu Shaoqi, Zhou Enlai,
Deng Xiaoping, Chen Yun, put aside Mao’s indications about raging for class
struggles since people were living with particularly difficult conditions. After
1962, the economy gradually healed on the one hand, and the class struggle
atmosphere got intensified on the other hand. For example, Beijing received a
large amount of materials informing that there were sharp class struggles, or
that the restoration of capitalism. Sichuan Province and Shandong Province
even collected the so-called “reactionary nursery rhymes” emerging during
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the famine and took them as the evidence of class struggles. 1 Under such
circumstances, Mao came up with the idea of launching a socialist education
movement in rural areas across the country.
In May of 1963, some Politburo members and district secretaries
participated in the May Work Conference held in Hangzhou, discussing and
ratifying The Decisions on A Number of Issues in Current Rural Work (Draft) (《中
共中央關於目前農村工作中若干問題的決定（草案）》), or The Former Ten Points
(《前十條》) for short. This document initiated pilot projects of the Four
Cleanups Campaign in rural areas across the country. Later this year, the
Central Committee of the Chinese Communist Party (the CCP) launched a
new file called Decisions on A Number of Issues in the Rural Socialist Education
Movement (《中共中央關於農村社會主義教育運動中一些具體政策的規定（草
案）》), or The Latter Ten Points (《後十條》) for short. At the end of 1963, the
CCP sent the two documents mentioned above to every village across the
country in order to launch the movement on a larger scale.
In the beginning, the Socialist Education Movement intended to deal with
the grassroots cadres’ problems with corruption, because they misused their
authorities to sponge and take more than their shares during the famine period.
The primary tasks of the movement were to check work points (清工分), to
audit accounts (清賬目), to review property (清財物), and to check inventory
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(清倉庫), which was the reason why the Socialist Education Movement was
also named the Four Cleanups Campaign (四清運動). At the end of 1964, the
Central Committee of the CCP released A Number of Problems Currently Raised
in the Rural Socialist Education Movement (《農村社會主義教育運動中目前提出
的一些問題》), i.e. The Twenty-Three Points 《
( 二十三條》). This document clearly
pointed out that the focus of the movement was to fight with “the capitalist
roaders in power in the Party.”

The tasks of the movement were
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subsequently transformed into clearing politics (清政治), clearing economics
(清經濟), clearing thoughts (清思想), and clearing organizations (清組織). Thus,
all the villagers became the targets of the movement.
This movement stressed that the masses must be fully mobilized, thus it
provided an opportunity for observing and studying the complex interactions
between peasants and state power. Among all sorts of peasants’ reactions
during the movement, their linguistic technique was one of the most
noteworthy phenomena. Generally speaking, linguistic techniques were a
series of common little tricks that peasants used in their personal statements
or public speech. Through using linguistic techniques, official words were
introduced into peasants’ speech which made them easier to be accepted by
the authority. Consequently, they were able to protect themselves from the
radicalization of the movement in some way.
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Literature review
Peasants, villages and the Chinese Socialist Practices
Peasants and rural areas played a vital, even decisive, role in the Chinese
communist revolution. Therefore, scholars have been working in this field
since the 1950s and made fruitful achievements.
William Hinton could be seen as the first generation of western scholars
studying Chinese villages under the communist system. Because of his
firsthand experience of participating in the Chinese communist revolution, he
took a bottom-up perspective to study the Chinese Revolution and its tortuous
but radically democratic and undeniable achievements, as well its profound
meaning to the ‘Old Hundred Names’ of China, i.e. to the ‘ordinary’ people.”3
In the very beginning of Fanshen, Hinton expressed an idea, “Every revolution
creates new words. The Chinese Revolution created a whole new
vocabulary.” 4 It is directly relevant to my study. They were not only new
words, but also magic spells that infiltrated people’s everyday life, and
peasants got involved in the process of building a new world consciously or
unintentionally.
Broadly speaking, in this stage, academic works in this field focused on
rural areas of China instead of large cities where the new regime had
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concentrated its forces.5 Besides, they chose different villages for case studies,
studying their internal or external institutions and relations, rather than seeing
Chinese rural areas as a whole. These studies mainly relied on personal
experience, memoirs, refugee interviews, newspapers and so on.
Since the late 1970s, more and more western scholars were allowed to visit
mainland China, so they had chances to get in touch with their research
subjects. Although their contacts with local people must be supervised by local
officials, they managed to get some valuable information and drew several
innovative conclusions about the Chinese revolutions in rural areas.
In Chen Village: The Recent History of a Peasant Community in Mao’s China,
Three sociologists, Anita Chan, Richard Madsen and Jonathan Unger,
described a series of political campaigns chronologically imposed on Chen
Village, including the Socialist Education Movement, Studying Chairman Mao,
The Cultural Revolution, The Cleaning of the Class Ranks and so on. Basing
on the interviews with emigrants from Chen Village in Hong Kong and
fieldwork, this book showed us that international relationships, national
policies and personal lives were inextricably intertwined. According to this
book, neither the Four Cleanups nor the Cultural Revolution had genuinely
transformative impact on village life.
Studies in this stage gave us an overview of Chinese villages under the
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socialist regime by sketching out several crucial historical events. These
studies shared some common features more or less. On the one hand, they all
took a single village or a group of villages as their research subjects. Their
inquiries included political campaigns, personal relationships, clans, factions,
historical changes, etc. On the other hand, most of them combined official
archives with fieldwork where they gained richness and texture by using the
firsthand testimony. The more microscopic subjects we observe, the more
diverse and concrete history becomes. So, the current task was to fully explore
what exactly happened on the individual level. Be more concretely, how did
individual experience and perceive that period of history? Only by answering
these questions can we delve into the nature of the CCP and its state power.
If we put the changes of theory trends of the 20th century aside, the
fundamental factor which caused the academic development from the 1st stage
to the 2nd stage is that the research materials became increasingly rich after the
1970s. More and more firsthand materials made it possible for scholars to
discuss those topics missing from official propaganda and previous studies.
For the same reason, after the 1990s, with the emergence of more and more
grassroots materials, a sort of new academic trend and research paradigm
gradually appeared.
More than two decades ago, Elizabeth J. Perry noted the merits and flaws
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of the state-society paradigm.6 In comparison with the first two generations,
she argued, the state-society paradigm rescued the third generation scholars
from the totalitarian model as well as the various brands of pluralism, both of
which were greatly influenced by the external environment. That the
questions new generation of scholarship puzzled over were state-building,
civil

society,

the

relationship

between

the

market

economy

and

democratization, and so on. However, this paradigm also had some
shortcomings, she wrote, "Terms such as 'state' and 'society' are simply too
gross to capture the enormous variation that differentiates one Chinese
region—or level of government—from another," so she called for "a further
disaggregation of the unwieldy concepts of 'state' and 'society'."7 In her eyes,
China was abundantly in political experience as well as diversity which could
constitute a solid foundation for new analytical approaches, so scholars ought
to seek for theoretical resources inside China and interpreted it in its own
terms.
Previous scholarship provided lots of general explanatory patterns about
the contemporary history of China, in 2007, Dilemmas of Victory: The Early Years
of the People’s Republic of China edited by Jeremy Brown and Paul G. Pickowicz
concentrated on the geographical areas that had not got enough attention,
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such as non-Han regions, on the one hand. They were very interested in how
individuals concerned about personal careers and family trajectories during
the process of “thought transformation” on the other hand. Such individual
perspective permitted scholars to find out more details that were obscured by
holistic views. Then we realized that there were still lots of questions remained
unanswered.
In subsequently published Maoism at the Grassroots: Everyday Life in
China’s Era of High Socialism, editors referred to the concept of “grassroots
history.” The editors held the view that what happened in people’s everyday
lives were as important as the big events recorded in the openly published
sources. And sometimes only through those relatively unknown historical
actors' experience could we feel both the changes and continuities. For
instance, in one paper in this volume, Jeremy Brown examined the class
reconsideration work during the Four Cleanups Campaign, which was rarely
noticed in the previous studies. Drawing on the class status files of individuals
and families from Hebei and Henan, he studied "how rural people dealt with
the messiness of changes to class status label," and he argued that the Four
Cleanups Campaign was even more important than the Cultural Revolution
for many people because their class statuses were changed which led to their
different fates in the following years.8 In the official narrative, 1966 and 1976
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were no doubt the dividing line, while these peasants' stories challenged the
"divides." According to his research, although it was central leaders who
initially started the class status reassessments in September 1964, they did not
make it clear about how to carry out the task, not to mention that they gave up
the idea a few months later. However, those work team members detached to
the grassroots and rural cadres kept doing this job because they did not receive
orders to stop, which left them huge rooms to maneuver.
In City versus Countryside in Mao’s China: Negotiating the Divide, Jeremy
Brown did not see the Socialist Education Movement as an isolated historical
event. He put this political campaign in the framework of analyzing the
relationship between urban and rural areas. Jeremy Brown also connected the
movement with the “sent-down youth” in the beginning of the 1960s.
Although both projects were intended to narrow the gap between cities and
countryside, Jeremy Brown concluded that they ended up resulting in a more
adversarial rural-urban relationship.9
By and large, the third stage of the field studying relations between
peasants, villages and the Chinese socialist practices is still in process. Scholars
have come so far and accomplished too much, and their achievements cover a
wide range of territories, levels of administration and a rather long period of
time which goes beyond the 1949-divide or the 1978-divide. Their large
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numbers of case studies that seemingly fragmented and disorganized
modifies our big picture of Mao's China to a great extent. Not only do they
enrich our knowledge with lots of details, but they also change our ways of
thinking in some respects. Some scholars worried that this trend would lead
to the result of failing to see the forest for the trees. Elizabeth J. Perry provided
a perfect response to this question, and she wrote, "I would, however, prefer
to shift metaphors and suggest that China might better be viewed not as a
forest but as a jig-saw puzzle. Only by assembling the relevant pieces (whose
inter-connections are patterned, not random) will we have the full picture.”10
My study belongs to this research stream of studying grassroots society
with local archives. Apart from the grassroots archives, I also used in-depth
fieldwork materials, such as oral history interviews, to study the informal and
invisible institutions that were rarely seen in the textual sources. And I will
take a further step by reflecting state power from the grassroots perspective.
My study shows that state power played a decisive role in the individual fate,
so discussing state power from individual experience may modify the existing
picture of the CCP and its socialist practices.
Language and the communist practices
In Magnetic Mountain: Stalinism as a Civilization, Stephen Kotkin reveals a
phenomenon of Speaking Bolshevik among the inhabitants working and living
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in that steel town, Magnitogorsk. In his words, that was “the obligatory
language for self-identification and as such, the barometer of one’s political
allegiance to the cause.” 11 Inspired by Michel Foucault's power views and
focus on the problem of subjectivity, Kotkin studied which way grassroots
workers and their families understood the Stalinism and its regime. He
attached particular importance to the context in which the Soviet worker and
its relevant things were conceptualized and formed, all of which became
possible due to the opening up of the USSR after 1985 so that Kotkin could get
access to the firsthand archives and conduct fieldwork. Kotkin reveals such a
fact that “many people gladly embraced the opportunity to become a ‘Soviet
worker’” and their identities “should be seen as a ‘field of play’ in which
people engaged the ‘rules of the game’ of urban life.”12 Inspired by this book,
I try analyzing Chinese peasants’ way of speaking and its relationship with
the political movement.
John Wesley Young’s research studied Orwell’s ideas about the
totalitarian language and the historical experience of totalitarian countries, i.e.
Nazi and the Soviet Union. Young believed that Orwell came up with a model
of totalitarian language consisting of six main components: intent of the rulers
to control thought and action through language, exaltation of the state over
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the individual, violence and vilification, euphemism, special political
terminology, and the failure of words to reflect reality. 13 Most of these
elements have been used by Nazi and communist regimes in various ways.
According to Young’s study, there were mainly two devices contributing to
the formation of the new science of manipulation of totalitarian regimes: one
was the insights of psychology into human motivations and thinking, and the
other one was modern mass communication. However, due to the existence of
the western liberal democratic countries, neither Nazi nor the Soviet Union
could achieve its absolute control over society, so their totalitarian language
measures were not as effective as Orwell’s concern.
In his PhD dissertation, Words Kill: Calling for the Destruction of “Class
Enemies” in China (1949-1953), Cheng-chih Wang explored the following
questions: Why could the CCP maintain its legitimacy of ruling China even
after it had killed so many people cruelly? Why didn’t the majority of Chinese
resist such brutal actions? What were the concrete situations and
preconditions of genocide? His primary concern was the relevance of
legitimacy, language, the state and its genocide policy. Wang presented with
the internal mechanism of how the language functioned to the realization of
genocide. In order to create a “pure” socialist society, the CCP intentionally
constructed an “ailing” society image which made people believe that they
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had to do right things to cure the ailing organisms of the society, which was
one of the main themes of the symbolic universe or the “condition category”
of “enemy vs. people in a protract class struggle.”14 With the help of strong
and effective propaganda tools and network, these constructed symbols and
themes were transformed into realities, and those abstract and strange
concepts suddenly became concrete persons around. In addition, the state
already had the power and authority to conduct a genocidal campaign.
Therefore, when the timing was right, the tragedy took place. However, Wang
admitted that the missing of people's actual responses to the CCP propaganda
in different areas was a limitation to this research. It would be a more complete
picture if grassroots people's attitudes and reactions were taken into account.
Nevertheless, this study reminded that linguistic analysis was a significant
way to study the state-society relations or any other topics.
Ji Fengyuan focused on the process of how the CCP consolidated its rule
over China by manipulating language, calling it as linguistic engineering.
According to Ji’s research, the linguistic engineering consists of two parts: one
is reform of the lexicon and semantics, and the other one is the repeated
practices of fixed expressions and standardized scripts that reflect correct
attitudes or had correct propositional content. Ji acknowledged that there were
certain connections between language and people’s thoughts but refuted the
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linguistic determinism. She argued that though the words we used every day
had influences on our thoughts, they were unable to predetermine our ideas
and behaviors. Ji probed into the relations between language and context,
language and experience, language and itself, and she concluded that the
growth of cynicism among Chinese people was a key factor that weakened the
linguistic engineering, not to mention the disillusionment and virtuocracy.
It is worth noting that both Ji's study and Totalitarian Language: Orwell's
Newspeak and its Nazi and Communist Predecessors held the point that the
practices of linguistic engineering by totalitarian regimes were not as
successful as George Orwell's exaggerated description in Nineteen Eighty-Four.
But they gave out different explanations. Young pointed out that it could be
the result of present political reality, especially the international situation, and
hopefully, it was also because of human nature. While Ji believed that the
internal flaws of linguistic engineering, in her own words, “The underlying
cause of this loss of faith was that Maoist discourse was applied in ways that
discredited it: people were made to say things at variance with their own
experience, they were made to say things that denied deeply entrenched
preferences, and they were made to say things one day that contradicted what
they had been made to say the day before.”15 On the whole, my thesis agrees
with their conclusions. The cases in my thesis show that official language and
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peasants’ experience were tangling, and that peasants were not totally
manipulated by state power.
Elizabeth J. Perry and Li Xun specifically studied the revolutionary
language, and the socially variegated characteristic manifested in the
revolutionary language during the Cultural Revolution by examining red
guards’ words, slang, and slander manifested in their posters and speeches.
They found that red guards’ language demonstrated the features of vulgarity,
vilification, and violence.16 Their study also mentioned the salient structural
features in the language of the Cultural Revolution. Red guards' arguments
were lack of rational analysis and the power of logic but full of sheer bravado,
and they preferred the expressions that were emotionally intense. Besides,
they gradually came up with several new literary forms like telegrams of
respect and loyalty letters. After comparing red guards' language style with
rebel workers', it came to a conclusion that China's Cultural Revolution fell
linguistically flat because the majority of so-called workers' propaganda was
actually produced by ex-red guards. Young students strived to present
themselves as the representative of the proletarian mass, whereas they merely
borrowed a few superficial crude elements of revolutionary culture.
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Liu Yu’s paper explored how the Maoist discourse was used by the CCP
to conduct political mobilization and evoke people’s revolutionary emotions.
The resources it was relying on included personal memoirs and eyewitness
accounts which ranged from the Yan’an era to the Cultural Revolution. Other
than coercive measures, Liu argued that the CCP also enhanced its legitimacy
by using specific discourse to invoke revolutionary emotions. In Liu’s opinion,
there

were

three

themes,

victimization

theme,

redemption

theme,

emancipation theme, contained in Mao’s discourse, and each one had its own
target of mobilization. Besides, the three themes were manifested in different
types of campaigns, and they were designed to generate specific emotions
including indignation, guilt or euphoria.17 Also, there were three techniques,
personalization, magnification, moralization, applied to create emotional
impacts. In comparison with the previous scholarship, Liu’s research went
beyond organizational methods and touched the emotional level of the
Chinese revolution.
All in all, these studies enquiring into the Chinese revolution from
linguistic perspective showed that the CCP consolidated its rule and
mobilized the masses by consciously manipulating language, constructing
discourse, and building a symbolic universe, and they referred to the running
mechanism of official macro policies as well. However, we still know little
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about how grassroots people reacted to the official language. Living in a
relatively isolated environment, most peasants were illiterate back then, but
many of them had their primitive ways of adopting the official language on
all kinds of political occasions. My study is going to shed light on this question
by studying peasants’ words in the 1960s in North China.
Research questions and sources
According to the previous studies, we have known much about what the
CCP did in the rural areas. These studies have, in some way, showed how both
external and internal factors shaped peasants’ experience under the socialist
regime. Some existing scholarship also tried to depict the peasants’ role under
the CCP’s rule. We also know that the communist regimes affected, sometimes
even intentionally, language in order to transform the realities. Their attempts
were partially successful because of all sorts of factors.
The Socialist Education Movement provided an excellent opportunity for
examining the operation of the CCP’s power system, and for observing the
grassroots people’s reactions toward it. In the 1960s, peasants in North China
had been dealing with the CCP for more than twenty years. They gradually
picked up a set of ways of speaking, namely the linguistic techniques. The
linguistic techniques were a common phenomenon under the authority of the
CCP. Even though China had a vast territory with a large population,
grassroots people had a roughly same way of responding to the revolutionary
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strikes brought by the CCP. In short, they unwittingly adopted the official
discourse into their speech.
How did peasants learn this set of linguistic techniques? What kinds of
linguistic techniques did peasants use in different situations? How did the
linguistic techniques function in their respective historical contexts? These
questions were better, or even necessary, to be answered in the specific
historical environment of villages. For quite a long time, individual voices,
especially that of peasants, were lost under the shadow of a myth about
constructing a strong nationalist state and making the grand vision of
communism come true. Studying the linguistic techniques is an attempt to
reveal part of their experience before they are totally immersed.
Besides, studying the origins and influences of the linguistic techniques
will lead to a deeper exploration for the characteristic of the state power of the
CCP. The linguistic techniques of peasants were not picked up voluntarily by
themselves, and they were more like reactions. In consideration of the complex
interactions between peasants and work team, peasants and peasants, local
and central authorities, the power picture of the CCP would differ from the
official narrative.
To answer the above questions, this research mainly relies on three kinds
of sources. Firstly, this research uses a rich collection of published official
documents and memoirs, which were helpful to depict an outline for the social
and political environment. Existing studies have used these materials to study
18

many big topics. For example, the dynamic operation of official policies about
the movement, power struggle among the top leaders such as Mao Tse-tung
and Liu Shaoqi, and so on.
The main body of this research is constituted by the grassroots archives
produced during the Socialist Education Movement. The Center for
Contemporary Historical Documents at the East China Normal University
holds thousands of volumes of grassroots archives, and most of them come
from the villages in Hebei and Shanxi provinces. Since most peasants were
illiterate at that time, those materials were actually produced by work team
members who were dispatched to the village to direct the movement. Some of
them were also produced by the grassroots cadres themselves. Comparing
with the official documents, the grassroots archives are more casual. Most of
records in these materials were peasants’ daily trifles and local conflicts. They
are the most direct sources for studying peasants’ ways of speaking.
Last but not least, information from conducting field work and
interviewing local people was a necessary complement to the textual historical
materials. I went to my target village twice in 2019, staying there for a month.
During my field work, I conducted in-depth interviews with two crucial
figures during the movement, including a former cadre and a son of landlord.
I also had casual chats with other five villagers, and they provided me with
lots of details about the history of the village. For example, they told me how
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the Jinjiapu Village collaborated with its neighboring village to find out the socalled counter-revolutionary groups during the Cultural Revolution.
Thesis
Three individual stories constitute the main body of the thesis. Although
most of these stories happened during the Socialist Education Movement,
their experience involved the anti-Japanese war, the Chinese Civil War, the
Land Reform, the Cultural Revolution and beyond. Chapter 1 introduces the
background of the village and the origins of the Socialist Education Movement.
Chapter 2 tells how a grassroots cadre went through the early stages of the
movement by criticizing himself over and over again. Chapter 3 tells a story
of a middle peasant was transformed into a landlord during the class
reconsideration work of the movement. Chapter 4 is about a young cadre who
got promoted in the movement suffered a political setback during the Cultural
Revolution.
Linguistic techniques were peasants’ natural reaction to the movement
after dealing with the CCP’s political movements for decades. Peasants used
linguistic techniques to ornament their speech in public, and it helped them
avoid political risk. However, this did not mean that the CCP’s attempt of
transforming people failed. After examining how peasants’ linguistic
techniques functioned in specific historical situations, my study reveals the
formalistic nature of state power and its emphasis on the process of
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movements. In other words, peasants’ linguistic techniques indicated that they
were under the discipline of state power.
And then I put forward a dynamic view of state power. In short, a dynamic
view of state power believes that state power displayed different strength
grades at different times and places. A variety of factors influenced this
display, such as the personalities of work team leaders, political climate, social
atmosphere, local conflicts and so on. The strength grades of state power
determined the effectiveness of peasants’ linguistic techniques. Therefore, my
findings support Jeremy Brown’s point of view that "Relationships,
personalities, and grudges at the grassroots determined the extent to which
central policies would be implemented, tweaked, or simply ignored."18
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THE BACKGROUND OF THE VILLAGE

1.1 The Jinjiapu Village
The Jinjiapu Village (靳家堡村) belongs to the Ba County, Hebei Province
(河北省霸縣). The Ba County lies in the North Hai River Plain, the central area
of the triangle zone of Beijing (北京), Tianjin (天津) and Baoding (保定). There
are no hills or mountains in this area, and it has flat terrain. The Ba County
belongs to the warm temperate zone continental monsoon climate,
characterized by four seasons.19 Because of its alternation of cold and warm,
dry and wet, the Ba County has a long agricultural history, and their major
crops are corn and wheat.
The Ba County is located in the downstream zone of the Hai River system,
nearing the Bohai Sea; and it is between two lakes: the East Lake and the West
Lake which are also known as the Dongdian Lake (東淀) and the Xidian Lake
(西淀); so locals call it the Downstream of Nine Rivers (九河下梢). According
to the differences in terrain and in soil, this area can be divided into four parts:
the Northwest higher ground, the Northeast windblown sand area, the Middle
overflowing flood area, and the East Lake flood detention area.20 The Jinjiapu
Brigade is situated in the East Lake flood detention area where is the lowest
place in the territory of the Ba County. The Jinjiapu Brigade used to be a
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famous for aquaculture, owning a broad piece of water, abounding with fish,
shrimps, crabs, lotus root starch, etc. However, because of harnessing the Hai
River after 1949, the East Lake gradually dried up and lost almost all of aquatic
resources. After 1966, this area was transformed into a farming region.
The Jinjiapu Brigade used to belong to the Shengfang Commune (勝芳公
社). After the foundation of the Wangzhuangzi Commune (王莊子公社) in
1965, the Jinjiapu Brigade passed to the Wangzhuangzi Commune. In addition,
the Wangzhuangzi Commune also includes the Wangzhuangzi Brigade (王莊
子大隊), the Wangbo Brigade (王泊大隊), the Fanzhuangzi Brigade (樊莊子大
隊), the Hanjiadi Brigade (菡莢地大隊) and etc.
1.2 The beginning of the Socialist Education Movement in the Jinjiapu
Village
The Socialist Education Movement in the Jinjiapu Brigade started at the
end of 1964. The seventh branch of the Four Cleanups Working Group of the
Tianjin Committee of the CCP sent a work team to Jinjiapu Brigade. 21
According to the experience of three Four Cleanups Campaign models and
another two documents released by the Central Committee, Instructions on the
Use of Power by the Poverty Peasants Association in Areas with Serious Problems
(《關於在問題嚴重的地區由貧協行使權力的批示》), Provisions of the Central
Committee on the Leadership Authority of the Working Group in the Rural Socialist
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Education Movement (Draft) (《中央關於農村社會主義教育運動中工作團的領導
權限的規定（草案）》), the authority believed that the original grassroots cadres
could not be trusted. As a result, work team dominated the movement and its
first struggle objects were those grassroots cadres.
Work team members lived in the poor and lower-middle peasants’ houses
as soon as they arrived in the village. Work team members were asked to stick
to the principle of “Three Together with the poor and lower-middle peasants”,
namely, eating together, living together, and working together. Only then
could they propagate the spirit of the movement in the population, and
quickly get familiar with the situation at the same time. Yu Zhilian (于志蓮), a
work team member sent to the Jinjiapu Brigade, lived in the house of a female
poor peasant, Wang Xiuyun (王秀芸). Initially Wang was reluctant to take part
in the meetings. Yu helped Wang cook and fetch water, giving her a pair of
shoes, and even lent cotton-wadded trousers to her, which made Wang moved.
So, Wang gradually became active in the political meetings and disclosed
cadres’ practices of gambling.22 However, such type of stories is so common
in the CCP’s narrative style: after patiently and carefully carrying out the
Party’s policies, which is usually a difficult and tortuous process, the
backward masses were transformed into the revolutionary new men by the
proletarian vanguard, i.e. the CCP. Today it is difficult to tell if Wang really
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was converted by revolutionary spirit. She might be touched by work team
members’ actions or conquered by the temptation of material benefits. It was
also possible that she was just terrified by the ferocious political movement.
But two things are certain according to this story. One is that the political
movement was unpopular even for some poor peasants who, in the CCP’s
eyes, were supposed to play the most revolutionary part. But their
revolutionary consciousness had to be instilled by work team members. The
other one is that the Socialist Education Movement was a process for both
work team members and local peasants: work team had to come up with
various measures to mobilize local peasants, and local people were embroiled
in the turmoil of the movement, all of which deepened their understanding of
the movement.
Sometimes even the poor and lower-middle peasants were not trusted by
the authority, so their history must be examined, and only thus could work
team collect enough true information about the cadres’ problems to wage the
movement.23 Those trustworthy peasants, in work team members’ eyes, were
called root objects (根子對象). Generally speaking, the number of root objects
in each production team varies from a few to a dozen.
Work team members were responsible for filling out the Root Objects
Registration Cards which explicitly stipulated that “this form must be filled
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out by work team members, and it should not be done in person.”24 “Class
stand and state of mind” made the first and most important criterion for
judging whether a person could be seen as a root object. For instance, Wang
Yuzhen coming from the fifth production team, Wangzhuangzi Brigade was
commented as follows:

“…daring to expose problems, having a good class stand and
higher consciousness, and her political history is pure, being
enthusiastic about laboring, having deep love for collective,
having no connections with corrupt cadres, daring to struggle
with bad people and bad things, supporting the movement…”25

Qiu Puquan from the ninth production team was commented as
“…standing firmly, good thinking, having an innocent political history, being
active in working…” 26 Even though being mediocre in other aspects,
sometimes a person could be chosen as a root object as long as having a firm
stand. For example, Wang Yongfu from the fourteenth production team was
specifically commented as “…performing poorly in collective labor…”, while
he was still chosen as the root object as “…he had a clear and firm class stand,
and he showed the progressive thoughts now.”27 The root objects were great
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and indispensable help to launch the movement, and they were the backbone
of the Poor and Lower-Middle Peasants Association. So, work team members
deemed it necessary to keep the class ranks clean. Wang Wenxiu belonged to
the tenth production team of Jinjiapu Brigade. In work team members’ eyes,
Wang had a good background and a pure political history. And she attended
meetings actively, daring to expose all kinds of problems. Therefore, she was
chosen as the root object at first. However, when work team members found
that Wang had problems in her lifestyle according to her nickname, her
nomination was canceled.28
Then work team members established activist groups with the help of
root objects. It was the activist groups’ primary task to study official
documents of the Socialist Education Movement. These measures could enable
work team members to train a number of people as the backbone of the
movement. On the basis of these backbones, work team members enlarged the
scale of the movement and spread it to more people by convening all kinds of
meetings. In addition, their means included public speech, inculcating,
emphasizing the key points, individual counselling, etc. For example, in the
Wugong Village, which also belongs to Hebei Province, “In the evening the
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city people, all party members, were required to read political documents to
villagers.”29 At last no one in the village could escape from the movement.
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A LOCAL CADRE AND HIS SELF-INSPECTION

Jin Baoyu ( 靳 寶 玉 ) was 33 years old when the Socialist Education
Movement started. He was born in Suqiao (蘇橋) and had a poor peasant class
background. In December 1950, he joined the CCP through the introduction of
Hu Zetian (胡澤田). Jin Baoyu used to be League branch secretary and the
director of Credit Union, and he served as CCP branch secretary, Brigade
Committee member, militia instructor and the director of Poor and LowerMiddle Peasants Association when the movement began.30 In the early stages
of the movement, Jin was under the accusation of a series of wrongdoing, so
he had to criticized himself over and over again. At last, he got passed only
when he completely confessed in an official way.
2.1 The reports from the masses
After preaching the official policies of the movement, work team
members directed villagers to fill out the questionnaires revealing cadres’
corruption. All the questionnaires are real name reporting but not open to the
public. It is clearly stated in the questionnaires that “…each relevant name,
date, location, fact, plot, process and aspect that got involved must be
accounted as detailly as possible and leaving no stone unturned…”31
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There are all sorts of information in the reports of the masses about Jin
Baoyu. Some are about Jin Baoyu’s work in the brigade, while others are about
his private life. Some of them speak on good grounds, while others have
nothing other than hearsay. For instance, more than one person mentioned
that “…he tore down the houses of runaways to provide bricks and timbers
for landlord Qiu Zhimin (local doctor) to build a new house; they are blood
relatives and have a good relationship…”, “…Jin does not have a clear class
line because he classified the landlord Qiu Zhimin as lower-middle peasant at
first, and probably changed him into landlord in 1962…”, “…Jin Baoyu’s son
is landlord Qiu Zhimin’s foster son, and Jin said to poor and lower-middle
peasants that even some central leaders were landlords…”32
There were more than twenty production teams in the Jinjiapu Brigade,
so it was difficult and complicated to coordinate the inter-team interests for a
brigade leader, which became one of Jin Baoyu’s misdeeds revealed during
the movement. Some people said that “…the technical mill was used by the
fourth section for a couple of months and did not get paid…”, “…why we the
11th section was not allowed to use the technical mill of the brigade? What were
your reasons of taking the technical mill away? Were you holding the 11th
section back on purpose?” so on.33

32

《問題卡片-靳寶玉》。
《群眾揭發-靳寶玉》，B 022-011-069，上海：華東師範大學當代文獻史料
中心。
33

30

As previously mentioned, some revelations are nothing more than
hearsay. “…it is said that Jin Baoyu was fairly well-off and did not look like a
poor peasant…”, “…he built a new house; his food, clothing, and furniture are
all better than that of others.”34
Not all people were willing to expose cadres’ problems, then work team
needed to play a constructive role. For example, Liu Junyi (劉俊義), a female
poor peasant, did not dare to expose because her family was not influential in
the village, and she was afraid that cadres would revenge on her. Work team
members gave her private lessons and enhanced her political consciousness
gradually, then she started exposing cadres’ misdeeds. “She exposed five
specific problems at one night, such as a captain stealing mung beans from
production team square, the incumbent cadre Zhang Baoyu stealing corns and
so on. She also encouraged her husband to expose at the same time.” 35
Another female poor peasant, Ma Xiulan (馬秀蘭), initially said: “Why do we
bother to hold meetings? It is useless to give suggestions. It is still all the same
even though we used to give lots of suggestions.” Work team members guided
her to recall the misery of the past and contrast it with the happiness of today,
which stirred up her class feelings. She stood up to expose problems and
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became a root object; later she was elected as the Deputy Chairman of the Poor
and Lower-Middle Peasants Association in the Jinjiapu Brigade.36
2.2 Jin Baoyu’s self-confessions
Whether these accusations were true or not, work team members had a
preliminary

judgement

on

cadres’

problems

after

reviewing

the

questionnaires of the masses, so they took the next move. All cadres under
suspicion were requested to participate in the collective training.
At this point, the Central Committee had released A Number of Problems
Currently Raised in the Rural Socialist Education Movement (《農村社會主義教育
運動中目前提出的一些問題》), i.e. The Twenty-Three Points (《二十三條》), as
mentioned earlier, which pointed out that the Socialist Education Movement
should include clearing politics, economics, thoughts and organizations
instead of merely focusing on cadres’ corruption. Therefore, there are four
columns in the Jin Baoyu’s Collective Training Registration Card that list his
problems respectively. Jin Baoyu wrote down his relationship with landlord
Qiu Zhimin in the column of political problems.37 The main content of the
collective training is asking cadres to learn those official documents, i.e. The
Former Ten Points, The Latter Ten Points, The Twenty-Three Points and so on.
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The CCP created a specific vocabulary to describe its measures. These
words are borrowed from everyday life and very vivid. At that time, the
collective training was also called “going upstairs ( 上 樓 )”; after “going
upstairs”, cadres were supposed to “washing hands and taking a shower (洗
手 洗 澡 )” which means confessing their sins and criticizing themselves.
“Cadres promoted production during the day, confessing their problems and
accepting the inspections from the masses at night.”38 Work team members
encouraged cadres to not only “wash themselves”, but to also “give presents
to each other (互相送禮)” which means exposing their colleagues’ problems
face to face or back to back; activists were asked to “scrub and wash cadres (幫
助搓澡)” which means forcing cadres to admit their problems at the group
meetings.39
For cadres, it was more difficult to “go downstairs (下樓)” than to “go
upstairs”. In principle, cadres were allowed to pass as long as they confessed
their crimes frankly. But there was no objective and detailed criterion to judge
whether they should pass or not on the one hand, and on the other hand, it
was impossible to investigate thoroughly all those accusations against them.
Besides, work team members were convinced by the aforementioned Taoyuan
Experience that grassroots cadres could not be trusted at all. What happened
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later indicated that it did not matter whether or not cadres confessed frankly
in the first place, since the key in dealing with cadres was to torture them in
endless mass meetings and self-inspections, which was a process for them to
receive the so-called socialist education.
2.3 The terrified family members
Because of their previous political movement experiences, the family
members of cadres were scared of the Socialist Education Movement. Zhang
Shisong (張士松) was the accountant of the village, and his wife said that
“People made lots of complaints about him. I am afraid that they would take
him away.” Jin Baoyu’s wife said: “It is hard to be a cadre…people see us as
the four black categories now. They criticize and struggle us. It is said that they
are going to demolish our house, but we did not get these two tiny rooms until
the land reform.”40
Work team gathered the family members of cadres up and preached
about official policies of the movement, telling them that “more than 95% of
cadres would be united.” Then many family members of cadres started to
cooperate with work team and persuaded cadres to confess their own
problems frankly. For instance, Zhang Shisong’s wife said that “The Four
Cleanups Campaign is just good! He used to do nothing and got angry at the
sight of sorghum cakes, then he ate outside, but where did he get the money?
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Just sponging and taking more than his share. After work team coming to the
village, he got better…In my opinion, they should have been struggled and
criticized a long time ago.”41
2.4 Jin Baoyu’s initial self-inspections
On January 29, 1965, work team members synthesized Jin Baoyu’s
problems basing on the reports from the masses and Jin’s confessions. Jin’s
problems was divided into several aspects including corruption, theft,
sponging and taking more than his share, bribery, cliquing, damaging the
collective interests and so on. 42 On February 14, work team arranged Jin
Baoyu a public self-inspection meeting. Jin firstly acknowledged his political
problems in the meeting. To show the masses a good attitude, Jin
acknowledged more than 63 issues in the political aspect alone, including his
relationship with the landlord Qiu Zhimin, changing class status and so on.43
After replying to the questions of the masses, Jin also acknowledged his
economic problems such as embezzling funds, stealing grains, sponging and
taking more than his share, seeking for personal privileges, lending out money
at an exorbitant rate of interest, dealing with problems emotionally, accepting
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bribes and so on.44 Although it seemed that his confession in the meeting was
quite comprehensive and impressive, Jin Baoyu did not pass, which meant
that he would not “go downstairs” smoothly.
Then Jin submitted another self-inspection to work team on February 22.45
According to the synthetical inspection materials organized by work team on
February 26, Jin’s new self-inspection did not provide any more valuable
information and he merely listed several innocent problems, so work team
was still not satisfied with his new self-inspection.46
2.5 Jin Baoyu’s self-analysis
Work team formed an audit team to investigate Jin Baoyu’s economic
problems such as the costs of hosting guests from outside. 4748 Under such
circumstance, on March 28, Jin submitted his third self-inspection opening
with the following words:

Through the collective training I understand that the reason why
I felt good about myself is an epistemological problem. For
example, I did not think of it as a serious problem to sponge and
to take more than my share. After studying The Former Ten Points
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and The Latter Ten Points over and over again, I felt that there was
something wrong with myself. Especially after studying The
Twenty-Three Points, I finally realized that I have so many serious
problems. After repeating self-inspections, I admit that my
economic problems are serious, and my political problems are
even worse, not to mention that I have appalling problems in
both ideological and organizational aspects. I would like to take
advantage of this opportunity to censor myself again in front of
the representatives of the poor and lower-middle peasants and
work team comrades.49

A couple of points can be derived from Jin Baoyu’s words. Firstly, it is
apparent that this self-inspection has an obvious structural feature. Jin divided
his mental journey into several stages: from ignorance to disenchanting to
sincere repentance. It is evident that such transformation was Jin’s selfconstruction because he matched each stage with an official document, and in
Jin Baoyu’s eyes, maybe this sort of dramatic effect could make his selfinspection look even more impressive and profound. More importantly, his
words displayed that he had went through a process during which he received
the socialist education.
Jin Baoyu’s mental activity was not unique at that time. Many people who
have experienced the Socialist Education Movement recalled later that they
could not find the so-called enemies. Wang Dezhang was a college student
when he took part in the Socialist Education Movement in Funing County (撫
寧縣), Hebei Province, and he said that “We could only find out some common

49

《靳寶玉檢查》，1965 年 3 月 28 日，B 022-011-064，上海：華東師範大學
當代文獻史料中心。
37

issues, such as a few people clearing little plots of land, production team
cadres’ working style being not democratic enough, some people taking work
points without working and so on. The whole work team felt anxious because
we were unable to find out serious problems.”50 Actually, at that time almost
every grassroots cadre, more or less, had the problem of abusing power for
personal gains, especially during that great famine. “In fact, the rural
grassroots cadres worked really hard, and the masses were fine with cadres
sponging and taking more than their shares occasionally. Nevertheless, the
masses had to struggle fiercely with these problems when they were stirred
up by work team.” 51 Another person who has taken part in the Socialist
Education Movement recalled that “Who were the enemies? We had to dig
them out by ourselves. It was said that it depended on your class stand and
sensibility of class struggle to tell who the enemies were. The more class
enemies you could find out, the sharper the class struggle was, which meant
that you had made a great achievement and then you would be commented
as having a firm stand.”52 Following the same logic, Jin Baoyu finished his
third self-inspection.
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Now that Jin Baoyu could not provide more problems, he tried to
convince the audience that he had undergone a profound and soul-searching
transformation during the movement in this self-inspection. Thus, he made
each problem sound appalling even though all these problems had been
admitted more than once before. For example, when it came to the problem of
sponging and taking more than his share, Jin said that

“…the grains and money that I inappropriately took were all
earned through the poor and lower-middle peasants’ blood,
sweat, and tears, while I occupied them, and this is definitely
pure exploitation…sliding down a black line, I became lazy,
greedy, worse, and finally I embarked on the capitalist road…I
confused the masses and the enemies, and I did not have a firm
class stand; I was courted by the landlords and lived in peace
with the class enemies…”53

These words display in which way a grassroots cadre deployed his
language strategy. The prominent discourse technique that Jin applied in this
self-inspection is upgrading all mistakes, whether serious or not, to the level
of class struggle, describing them as the struggle between two roads:
capitalism and socialism. This is the result of his studying official documents
over and over again because The Twenty-Three Points defined specifically that
the nature of the movement was the contradiction between capitalism and
socialism.54
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At the end of this self-inspection, Jin Baoyu presented a gooey speech
saying:

“This great Socialist Education Movement educated me,
transformed me and changed me into a new man. I appreciate
the Party for teaching me patiently, and I also appreciate the
poor and lower-middle peasants for helping me enthusiastically.
From now on, I will break up with the class enemies and stand
with the poor and lower-middle peasants firmly, struggling the
class enemies. I will struggle with the class enemies
persistently.”55

The same content was worded quite differently, then Jin repented of all
what he did. Jin Baoyu was released soon after submitting the third selfinspection. Work team helped him make a refund plan and gave him
comments as follows: “Jin’s problems and offence are minor, and he displayed
a good attitude, therefore he is entitled to be exempted from penalty
(Misappropriation of public funds not included).” 56 In addition, Jin could
continue in his position as the Party branch secretary of Jinjiapu Brigade.
2.6 Rural grassroots cadres in the movement and a paradoxical logic
Jin Baoyu’s experience was not exceptional and it represented a large
number of grassroots cadres’ situations during the movement. But not
everyone could pass successfully. Fan Jinpei ( 樊 金 沛 ), the political team
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captain of the twentieth production team, had a similar situation as Jin Baoyu.
Although Fan was also exempted from penalty in accordance with policies,
his probationary party membership was disqualified which was a pretty
serious punishment at that time.
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As mentioned earlier, the cadres’

corruption problems were quite common and widespread. “Within the system
of People’s commune, cadres grabbed a large amount of economic resources
while being unsupervised, so it was unavoidable that there were behaviors
like sponging and taking more than their shares, embezzlement, theft and so
on.” 58 Taking the Jinjiapu Brigade for an example, 189 cadres were being
charged for corruption during the movement. It has been proved that 15953
yuan and 7961 kilograms grains were embezzled. However, most of these
cadres were exempted or partially exempted from penalty.59
It is impossible to find out to what extent are those corruption problems
mentioned above true. Sometimes cadres reported a much greater amount of
money and grains on purpose in order to make their problems sound serious
and appalling, so they could be freed as soon as possible. 60 This is a very
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paradoxical phenomenon in the grassroots political practices of the CCP, but
it is also a result of the CCP’s political movement logic.
In its mass discourse system, the CCP advocated a type of black-white
dualism worldview. For example, the nature of the Socialist Education
Movement was defined as the contradiction between capitalism and
socialism.61 And Mao Zedong stressed the slogan of “never forget about the
class struggle.”62 Under such circumstance, the masses had to decide which
side they were on: the white side, the socialist side, the proletarian side, the
revolutionary side, the just side, or the black side, the capitalist side, the
bourgeois side, the counter-revolutionary side, the evil side. Therefore, only
by constructing themselves as the most evil and atrocious enemies, could
corrupt cadres use such a self-sacrifice manner to prove that the Party made a
correct judgement on the situation; besides, their alleged transformations also
proved that the Party had the redeeming power. In the end, their self-sacrifices
got paid off: corrupt cadres were allowed to join the ranks of the people again
and battle with class enemies.
By this logic, Jin Baoyu’s experience is understandable. It is not crucial if
Jin experienced a true baptism of the soul. It was also not that important if Jin
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really regretted for what he had done or if he committed those crimes. The real
crux is that he applied a set of linguistic techniques to depict a redemption
story that satisfied the work team. Jin’s formation of this set of linguistic
techniques benefited from his years of political experiences, studying the
official documents over and over again, and learning to use those popular
revolutionary words.
This set of linguistic techniques were also practiced and employed by
other people, but the mastery varied from person to person. In the
revolutionary vocabulary of the CCP, many concepts were too abstract for
peasants to master. When peasants tried using these concepts indiscriminately
in their daily lives, they created unexpected combinations.
For work team members, they might not totally understand the so-called
“Socialist Education” either. And they might have no idea about why the
central leaders launched this movement. But their years of political experience
taught them what to do during the movement. They knew it right from the
beginning that most cadres would be released in the end; so, what they
anticipated were those cadres’ transformation after a zigzag process. For
cadres, it was a process of being disciplined by state power.
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Back in the 1940s, Liang Daxun was still the head of the Jinjiapu Village
and secretly cooperated with the CCP who was hiding in the large swamp.
One night, the large swamp had an emergency situation, and two men came
to Liang’s home. They gave Liang Daxun a task. There were some family
members of the Eighth Route Army living in the Fanzhuangzi Village, which
was right next to the Jinjiapu Village. As the head of the Jinjiapu Village, Liang
Daxun was asked to take care of this military family. Then next day, Liang took
some food to the military family and left them with money. Before long, this
military family was picked up and transferred to another place, and Liang
Daxun never saw them again. However, there was a little girl in the military
family, and coincidentally, she was the official clerk who recognized Liang in
Beijing.
She told Liang not to worry about his application and she would deal with
it. She gave Liang a reference so that he could live in the official guest house.
After staying in Beijing for a week, ultimately Liang Daxun’s wish came true.
However, one more thing worth mentioning is that the key in correcting
Liang’s class status was not his personal relationship with the female clerk,
nor were his previous good deeds. It was the changes of central policies and
political environments that made it possible for Liang’s class status correction.
In January 1979, the CCP announced that all landlords and rich peasants
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would have a new status of “commune member (公社社員),” which indicated
that the authority gradually gave up its discourse system of class struggle.97
In Liang Daxun’s eyes, what really concerned him was not the class status,
but his ancestral houses confiscated by the village and distributed to poor and
lower-middle peasants during the movement. The village cadres agreed to
compensate for Liang’s damage in accordance with the official policies. After
eight months, however, Kong Fanxi (孔繁喜), the new CCP branch secretary of
the Jinjiapu Village, summoned Liang and talked about the compensation.
Kong Fanxi told Liang that the village was suffering from economic hardship,
so Liang would not get too much compensation. Liang Daxun insisted that he
did not care about money, and he only wanted that piece of place where used
to stand his ancestral houses. Ultimately Liang only received 375 Yuan for
compensation. As for the place that he requested for, the village cadres told
him that now it belonged to the state after being confiscated. Therefore, Liang
had no right to take it back.
3.6 The masses and the formalistic political power
After about eight months, the Socialist Education Movement in the
Jinjiapu Village officially ended on August 10, 1965 when the Inspecting Work
Team (驗收工作組) led by Liu Lianbang (劉連邦) came to the village. After
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evaluating the movement in the village, the Inspecting Work Team gave the
following comments:

“Through clearing politics, the village drew a clear line between
the class camps, struggled enemies into totally smelly. Cadres
and the masses made it clear the proletarian stand, knew what
was right would do right, drew a clear distinction between
ourselves and the enemies, became vigilant, raised their class
consciousness up to a higher level, consolidated their faith on the
proletarian dictatorship…poor and lower-middle peasants
knew more about the importance of class, felt honored for their
class status, determined to raise up their class consciousness,
strengthened the proletarian dictatorship over enemies…”98

This report was partially true. After the movement, villagers did find out
some so-called hidden “enemies” and “struggle them into totally smelly.”
Even though those like Liang Daxun, who used to enjoy a high reputation in
the village, were now being humiliated in public and discredited. However,
these achievements were not the result of the increased class consciousness of
the masses, but their more mature and skillful practices of linguistic
techniques.
Just as what the corrupt grassroots cadres had done in the early stages of
the movement, the other villagers also adopted this set of linguistic techniques
in the specific historical contexts when they had to do so. For instance, work
team arranged a large number of political seminars for villagers and asked
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them to give speeches. Then what did these peasants do? They constructed a
forcible causality between “the class reconsideration work” and “increasing
agricultural production;” simply repeated some sentences from the official
documents over and over again; decorated their statements with a couple of
splendid and grand concepts such as “communism” or “socialism.” All of
these were nothing beyond the observances of complaisance. Being in an
overly politicized environment filled with tensions and fear, these peasants
had to react in this way, using specious words to response to work team’s
requests.
Instead of participating in the movement voluntarily, most peasants were
actually involved in the turmoil reluctantly. However, once they spoke, would
their words be taken seriously? According to the grassroots archives, perhaps
the answer was “No.” “In 1965 and 1966, Four Cleanups work teams had
reshaped or ignored history in order to meet their goal of discovering and
punishing hidden class enemies,” Jeremy Brown found that such situations
existed when he studied the Socialist Education Movement in North China.99
If work team did not count on peasants to provide useful information, why
did they keep pushing and forcing peasants to speak? The logic was the same
as the one which explained “why did work team keep torturing the grassroots
cadres though work team knew it right from the beginning that most cadres
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would be released in the end?” What truly mattered to work team was not the
result of a political procedure, but the process itself. This was a process of
political training for peasants, and it could be called as “political lashing” too.
Under the pressure of political coercion, peasants finally spoke and disguised
themselves as conscious class soldiers by using linguistic techniques. This was
exactly what work team had been expecting for: not their words, but the
behavior of speaking itself, which was a submissive stance toward the
authority.
Now that what work team really anticipated was the process, it was
understandable no matter how absurd peasants’ statements could be. And that
was also why the linguistic techniques were an effective tool under such
circumstances. Because the point was not the contents of peasants’ statements
but presenting in an appropriate form. The following meeting records
demonstrated clearly how formalistic the political procedure could be:

Hu Jinxiang (胡金香): “Hu Bangting (胡邦亭) is above all a CCP
branch secretary…”
Yang Xiuping (楊秀萍): “Hu Bangting is above all a CCP branch
secretary…”
Hu Jinshuang (胡金雙): “Hu Bangting is above all a CCP branch
secretary…”
Liang Xiuhua (梁秀花): “Hu Bangxin (胡邦信) is above all a party
member…”
Hu Jinxiang: “Hu Jinshan (胡金山) is above all a party member…”
Hu Jinxiang: “Hu Sulan (胡素蘭) is a party member…”
Hu Xiangyun (胡香雲): “Hu Bangting is above all a CCP branch
secretary…”
…
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Hu Qiufen (胡秋芬): “Hu Bangting is above all a CCP branch
secretary…”100

In the archives, there are a lot of such examples. These peasants carefully
imitated the way in which the previous speakers organized their statements,
which led to the structural feature of the meeting records. This kind of
linguistic techniques were more out of peasants’ intrinsic reactions in
disconcerting environment than a thoughtful consideration. When peasants
had no idea about what to do, imitating others was their best and safest choice.
And these apparent formalistic speaking patterns, in work team’s eyes, were
the sign of peasants’ compliance with the state power, or in their own words,
of peasants’ increasing class consciousness.
It was also true, in some way, that “…poor and lower-middle peasants
knew more about the importance of class, felt honored for their class status,
determined to raise up their class consciousness, strengthened the proletarian
dictatorship over enemies…” 101 But it was not because of peasants’ higher
level class consciousness, but the lessons they learnt from the political and
social reality. In Maoist China, rural areas suffered from serious and constant
shortage of materials. Especially after going through the Great Famine,
peasants knew clearly what those limited material resources meant to survival.
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And class status played a crucial role in the distribution of materials. Peasants
held a belief that “There is no reason to get up early unless there are rewards.”
Hence, “Using material stimulation to enhance the class division in rural
society is one of the most important reasons for successfully launching the
mass movement.”102 Class status had gone beyond labels, symbols, and it had
become tangible benefits. During the Socialist Education Movement in the
Jinjiapu Village, 52.5 houses were confiscated from landlords and rich peasants
and redistributed to poor and lower-middle peasants.103 After receiving such
generous rewards, no wonder peasants “felt honored for their class status.”
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A NEW VILLAGE CADRE104

Zhang Baozheng (張寶正) was an ordinary peasant in the Jinjiapu Village
until the Socialist Education Movement when he became an activist in the
movement. Then he was chosen to join the newly constructed Poor and LowerMiddle Peasants Association which was one of the most powerful
organizations in the Village. During the Cultural Revolution, Zhang Baozheng
was already a grassroots cadre. He was criticized for opposing using corporal
punishments during the movement. His dismission was one of the direct
reasons for a tragedy in the village.
4.1 From an activist to a cadre
Zhang Baozheng came from a poor peasant family in the Jinjiapu Village,
and he did not have any opportunity to receive a full and systematic education.
Luckily, Zhang was a very self-motivated person and willing to learn. He was
an ordinary peasant until 1964 when the Four Cleanups work team came to
the village to launch the Socialist Education Movement. A work team member
lived in Zhang Baozheng’s house and chose him as an activist. At the very
start, Zhang Baozheng served as a security guard and was in charge of
protecting the public properties of the village.
Because of his good performance in the early stages of the movement and
origin of poor peasant, Zhang Baozheng was qualified to join in the newly
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constructed Poor and Lower-Middle Peasants Association. Then he was
appointed as the militia commander of the Jinjiapu Village, which could be
seen as the deputy Party branch secretary. Gradually Zhang went into the
power centers of the village. Zhang Baozheng’s experience is not unique in the
Jinjiapu Village because a group of young men were promoted to cadres, and
most of them later became the backbone of the leadership of the village.
As an activist, a new cadre and a member of Poor and Lower-Middle
Peasants Association, it was one of Zhang’s main tasks to criticize old cadres
in the early stages of the movement. Activists were supposed to squeeze
problems out of those old cadres. In other words, activists needed to force old
cadres to admit their problems. However, Zhang Baozheng admitted that the
so-called corruption problems were so common among cadres that the masses
were not surprised at all. Villagers took it for granted that cadres at times
sponged and took more than their shares as long as they could bring tangible
benefits to the village. Under the circumstance of the political movement, the
unwritten consensus became ineffective because work team came with their
own special political aims—breaking down the original leadership of the
village and building a new one mixed with the young people.
Zhang’s another main task was to help work team mobilize the masses.
Zhang recalled that work team had already determined the quota for
landlords and rich peasants prior to the class reconsideration work. But it was
still necessary to go through several procedures, such as holding seminars for
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villagers, displaying the list for public discussions and so on. Villagers’
speeches, whatever the contents were, legitimized the work team’s
predetermined decisions. But work team still needed to try to guide villagers
to say the anticipated answers which were in line with the spirit of the official
documents. Even so, villagers’ speeches were marked with their own
characteristics. For example, when asked “What is class struggle?” Yao Jinrong
(姚金榮), a female peasant answered:

“The houses of landlords and rich peasants were distributed to
us, and they could not be reconciled. Landlords, rich peasants
and we are never a united front. Qiu Yuzi’s (the biggest landlord
in the Jinjiapu Village) child once fought with my child and
said: ’The house you live in now used to be mine.’ Isn’t this class
struggle?”105

When asked “Why is the Four Cleanups Campaign necessary?” Liang
Shuqin (梁淑芹) answered:
“If we poor and lower-middle peasants want to fanshen (i.e. turn
over, and this is a unique vocabulary in the socialist practices of
the CCP), if we want to increase the grain production, we must
launch the Four Cleanups Campaign.”106

These kinds of linguistic techniques such as constructing forcible

causality, exaggerating, etc., were very common. Zhang Baozheng’s
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recollection indicated that even under the direction of work team and activists,
villagers were still able to introduce their daily trifles and personal conflicts
into discussion because they were their primary language sources.
The whole movement was a process of political training for Zhang
Baozheng who gradually became familiar with the working procedures of a
grassroots cadre. Besides, he learnt to read and write during the movement.
At the end of the Socialist Education Movement, a brand-new branch of the
CCP was constructed, and Zhang Baozheng was officially the leadership of the
Jinjiapu Village. At that time, the Jinjiapu Village had 25 production teams
which were divided into 7 districts. Zhang Baozheng was in charge of the
second district including the 4th, 5th, 6th and 7th production teams.
4.2 Confronting with a new storm: The Cultural Revolution
1n 1966, the Cultural Revolution replaced the Socialist Education
Movement. In August 1966, the Leading Group of the Cultural Revolution of
the Ba County Committee of the CCP (中共霸縣縣委文化大革命領導小組) was
officially established and the whole area began launching the Cultural
Revolution.107 Ba county sent a Cultural Revolution work team to the Jinjiapu
Village to direct its movement. Fang Su (方蘇) was the secretary of the Ba
County Committee of the CCP, and during the Cultural Revolution, Fang was
struggled and appointed as the head of the Cultural Revolution work team in
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CONCLUSION

The effectiveness and limitations of linguistic techniques
My study reveals that peasants used linguistic techniques to go through
political movements. In a relatively moderate political and social environment,
state power was satisfied with peasants’ compliant attitude of using linguistic
techniques. Once the movement became radical and the class struggle became
the most imperative and primary task, even linguistic techniques could not
provide peasants with much room to maneuver.
This thesis tells the stories of three individuals who went through the
Socialist Education Movement in a small village in North China. A cadre who
criticized himself over and over again to get forgiveness from the authority,
an ordinary peasant who was determined as a new landlord and suffered, and
a young cadre who made his utmost efforts to stop corporal punishments but
failed. Basically, their stories across the whole process of the movement: from
the early stages dealing with cadres’ corruption problems to the subsequent
class reconsideration work and ends with the transition between the Socialist
Education Movement and the Cultural Revolution.
Although they had very different backgrounds during the movement, their
stories, in some way, collectively show us how individuals responded to the
movement at the grassroots level. Whether they were rural cadres, or old
village elites, or young cadres, all of them were disciplined by a same state
power by the 1960s. As an individual at the grassroots, none of them could
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dominate their own destinies for they were influenced by so many external
factors: policies, personalities, relationships and so on. At the same time,
however, they all struggled to defend themselves by all means. Linguistic
techniques were one of their easily available tools.
But the fact that Jin Baoyu succeed while Zhang Baozheng failed by using
linguistic techniques indicates that instead of asking the question of if
linguistic techniques were effective or not, we should ask: under what kind of
circumstances would linguistic techniques be effective? Therefore, by using a
wide range of historical sources to recount their stories: official documents,
self-inspection reports, political seminar records and so on, I give particular
attention to different historical contexts in which peasants exercised their
linguistic techniques.
First of all, the linguistic techniques were some common little tricks.
According to the peasants’ historical experience, the linguistic techniques
were not a set of sophisticated, omnipotent and predesigned strategies. The
linguistic techniques were more like instinct or instant reactions in any
political situation. Therefore, they looked like fragmented, disorder, and even
childish at times. The linguistic techniques originated from two main factors:
peasants’ life experience and the hostile political environment. On the one
hand, peasants quickly picked up the skills of embedding those strange
political concepts into their everyday life experience. On the other hand, they
would not make such attempts unless they had to. In their eyes, the political
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movements got them involved into a different social environment where
people’s behaviors became abnormal or even crazy. Hence it was
understandable and excusable to cross the line. That is why they would say
“It was not their faults. It was a movement coming from the above” when they
recalled that period of history.
Secondly, the linguistic techniques’ validity was relevant to the special
characteristic of the CCP’s power. As mentioned in the end of the first two
stories, particular attention was given to the process of political movement in
the power system of the CCP, and it exercised a sort of formalistic power. Thus,
peasants using the linguistic techniques, in some way, was exactly what the
authority had been expecting. Peasants’ careful imitation of the official
discourse was an attitude of their compliance, which satisfying the vanity of
state power.
Last, but certainly not least, the linguistic techniques did not work all the
time. Peasants were cleaver and rational, and they all had the instinct to draw
on advantages and avoid disadvantages. While facing with those unfamiliar
revolutionary concepts and words, peasants resorted to the linguistic
techniques to deal with them. So, the linguistic techniques were their best and
accessible disguises. But when would this mean become invalid? And what
made it ineffective? As shown in the latter two stories, work team, who
represented the authority, was in fact dominating the whole process of the
movement. It made no difference to the movement whatever linguistic
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